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Abstract: For many decades America has been stuck in a loop of having millions of 
impoverished citizens despite being one of the richest countries in the world.  Lack of 
education, mass incarceration, and failed government policy are just some of the many 
causes of a very perplexing problem. Poverty is a downward spiral that emphasizes the 
inconsistencies between government policy and the weakness of the country's economy, 
which can only begin to be overcome if opportunities to help the less fortunate are 
developed. 




Wicked Problem - Poverty 
 
In our world, it’s an undeniable fact that money makes this world go around. We 
ultimately need it to function and a perplexing problem that we face today is why America, 
one of the richest countries in the world still has a steadily growing poverty issue. This is a 
 
very big and very real problem that this country has been dealing with for many years. 
According to the excelling scholars of George Mason and Salisbury University,​ ​Since 2019 a 
10% increase in the effective federal regulatory burden on a state is associated with an 
approximate 2.5% increase in the poverty rate. (​Chambers, McLaughlin, and Stanley, 2019)​. 
Federal regulations are codes of conduct by the federal government that are divided into 50 
titles that represent broad areas subject to federal regulation​. This left 34 million Americans 
not able to support themselves with basic necessities because they can’t keep up with the cost 
of living. Poverty is a vicious cycle that exposes the contradictions between government 
policies and the national economy's weakness, which will only start to get solved if 
opportunities are created to help the less fortunate keep up with the cost of living.  
Let’s dive into some causing factors, one being the government’s improper actions 
toward this wicked problem. As this problem has been lingering in the U.S. a common 
question people ask is how has the government responded to this issue and what have they 
done to regulate it? When looking at the policies that have been set in motion a lot of them 
are doing more harm than good. For example, ​Trump’s Fiscal Year 2019 budget. “the budget 
offers a window into a president's values and beliefs. With practice, one can move beyond 
massive statistical and spending details and discern the president's vision—conveyed through 
numbers, accompanying text, and rhetorical imagery—regarding the government's role for 
the most vulnerable people, whose lives will be deeply affected by the policy choices made. 
When it comes to programs on which the poor depend, the Fiscal 2019 budget is filled with 
the now-familiar images of political-speak: “state innovation,” “state flexibility,” 
“sustainable programs,” “self-sufficiency.” But these tropes also obscure policy proposals 
that in the real world have been designed to deprive millions of the nation's poorest children 
 
and adults of basic assistance while slashing hundreds of billions of dollars in federal aid to 
state and local governments” (ROSENBAUM 2018). These policies set a decline in 
low-income aid that can be used to help educate the poor to avoid getting sunk under the 
poverty line, it can be used to create better job opportunities, and aid them in their work as 
well. Programs that the poor depended on are affected by the self-sufficiency, state 
flexibility, and sustainable program changes because they correlated to aid cuts. 
Another causing factor is poor education about the issue. If people aren’t truly 
educated about poverty, especially younger citizens the chances of them avoiding the 
problem in the future will look dismal. As illustrated by the successful social workers of 
Millersville University, “the perceived causes of poverty are intricately connected to poverty 
attitudes. Students who favored individualistic explanations about poverty (e.g. poverty as 
the result of personal failure or poor choices) held more unfavorable attitudes toward the 
poor, which were translated into a lack of support for the programs designed to help them. If 
left to persist, these trends could result in either student entering the profession without the 
social empathy needed to build on strengths and empower those in poverty or an exodus of 
students from working with those most marginalized and oppressed” (Frank, Rice, and Karen 
2017​)​. ​This quote gives insight into how miseducation of the issue and lack of education can 
spark a lack of social empathy as well as decrease the chances of prevention in the future. 
Going further in on this statement, A first step in the process of progress is to begin to 
understand the perceptions and circumstances of the current situation. Meaning if the 
problem isn’t fully understood then it can’t be acknowledged. Connecting to this on a more 
personal level, I believe that understanding and acknowledging an issue is detrimental. You 
can’t sympathize or help find solutions for something you don’t know is there. 
 
We talked about the bad enough so let’s start talking about ​some solutions. What we 
should consider is contributing to lowering the cost of living and giving people more 
opportunities to have well-paying jobs. In support of this, to help create more opportunities 
we have to talk about ending mass incarceration. Mass incarceration is defined by 
comparatively and historically extreme rates of imprisonment and by the concentration of 
imprisonment among young, African American, and other minority groups living in 
neighborhoods of concentrated disadvantage. What makes this such a problem is many 
people are taken from the workforce and their children. Many employers refuse to hire 
people with even minor criminal records, and many parolees are locked out of credit, 
housing, even education. Fixing this problem will help ensure that a lot of these people that 
have been set to a disadvantage because they can’t find jobs because of minor charges on 
their record get the opportunity to make a living wage. WE can help reduce the steadily 
increasing cost of living by raising the minimum wage in America. “Using the 2017 Annual 
Social and Economic Supplement to the Current Population Survey, we compared earnings, 
insurance coverage, public benefits usage, and occupational distribution of male and female 
health care workers of different races/ethnicities. We modeled the impact of raising the 
minimum wage to $15 per hour with different scenarios for labor demand. ​Results.​ Of female 
health care workers, 34.9% earned less than $15 per hour. Nearly half of Black and Latina 
female health care workers earned less than $15 per hour, and more than 10% lacked health 
insurance. A total of 1.7 million female health care workers and their children lived in 
poverty. Raising the minimum wage to $15 per hour would reduce poverty rates among 
female health care workers by 27.1% to 50.3%.” (Himmelstein, Kathryn 2019). This quote 
showed a statistic of how an increased minimum wage helps reduce the national poverty rate. 
 
Another solution is fixing the quality of education for less fortunate citizens. Diving deeper 
into this, let’s think about how effective this solution can be. Most public schools located in 
lower-income areas suffer a huge disadvantage of not having the resources of a quality 
education being lack of textbooks and paper. Compared to private schools, public schools get 
less funding. The lack of funding means schools might not have enough money to properly 
pay teachers and staff.  
 
Looking at this from another perspective, there is a fair share of concern that goes into 
this issue. The main concern that gets brought up is the issues that stem from raising the 
minimum wage. One of those issues being inflation. When it comes to economics inflation is 
a general increase in an economy's price level over some time, resulting in a sustained 
decrease in money's buying power. Inflation mainly affects businesses and can cause them to 
become less competitive in the business market. According to J.B. Maverick “​Opponents 
argue that raising the minimum wage would likely result in wages and salaries increasing 
across the board, thereby substantially increasing operating expenses for companies that 
would then increase the prices of products and services to cover their increased labor costs” 
(​J.B. Maverick 2020). Even though this is a reasonable concern to have, the good outweighs 
the bad. The reason for this is a boost to the economy can come from raising the minimum 
wage. How this happens is the increase in wages can allow people to invest more money 
back into the economy, and that fluctuates more money into businesses, further strengthening 




Poverty isn’t something that can be solved overnight. Solving this wicked problem is 
going to be a process that still might take a few years to start seeing the progress. Even 
though America is one of the richest countries in the world, poverty has been haunting the 
nation for decades. It’s a serious problem that a lot of people overlook because they don’t 
know the severity of it or are just miseducated about the issue at hand. Even though there has 
been causing factors like government policies, lack of education, and a steadily rising cost of 
living contributing to the furthering of the increase in the poverty rate, we shouldn’t give up 
hope. In conclusion, actions can be made in reducing and further preventing future poverty. 
Making opportunities for the less fortunate to get jobs that pay worthwhile that will motivate 
them to get and keep jobs. Raising the minimum wage will lower the cost of living and 
strengthen the economy. Ending mass incarceration will help eliminate the disadvantage that 
citizens suffer from not being able to get job opportunities because of minor charges and not 
being able to provide for their families because they’re imprisoned. Finally, better educating 
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